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THE SHAWES

Though most of our knowledge of the Shawes comes from
Thackeray's letters, some information can be added from other
sources. Five children were born to Colonel Matthew Shawe,
C. B., who is said to have been Military Secretary to the Marquess
of Wellesley in India,152 and to his wife, the former Isabella
Creagh of Doneraile, County Cork: Isabella (1818-1893), Jane,
Arthur, Henry, and one other son. After her husband's death
Mrs. Shawe brought her family to Paris, where it was possible
for them to live decently on the small army pension that was
their only source of income. Thackeray, happening to dine one
evening at their boarding house on the invitation of a friend, fell
in love with Isabella, whom he married after a year of stormy
courtship on August 20, 1836.

Mrs. Shawe's determined efforts to prevent Thackeray from
marrying her daughter, the story of which is touched upon in his
letters and told more fully in Philfyf** were symptoms of a mental
condition that is better understood today than it was in Thackeray's
time. And though they are certainly set down in malice, Thackeray
appears to have told no more than the truth about her vicious yet
serenely self-righteous character in his portraits of the mother-in-
law in "Denis Haggarty's Wife," of "The Campaigner" in The
NewcomeS) and of Mrs. General Baynes in Philty. With such a
mother, it is not surprising that only two of the Shawe children
were entirely normal. Henry was a dipsomaniac, Jane pitifully
neurotic, and Isabella, as we know, lost her mind not long after the
birth of her third daughter in the summer of i84O.154

That Thackeray's four years of happy marriage were the central

153 L. E, Steele, Athenaum, November 8, 1890, pp. 628-629.

153 "Philip is unfortunately going into poverty and struggle," Thackeray
writes in a fragment of a letter to George Smith of July 9, 1861 (the original
of which I have not traced), "but this can't be helped; and as he will, entre
nous^ take pretty much the career of W. M. T. in the first years of his ruin
and absurdly imprudent marriage, at least the portrait will be faithful" (Bio~
graphical Introductions, XI, xliii),

154 See Appendix VII.